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gested) Paris also, would move in the orbit of Berlin. But neither
the Tsar's own ministers nor the French would look at it; and
eventually this triumph of William IPs ambition had to be
dropped. France was drawn the closer to her western friend
because of the wavering of her eastern ally.1
The relative fertility of Balfour's premiership is the more
remarkable because for the greater part of its term he was
hampered by an acute difference over domestic policy, which
split his party and deprived him of most of his leading col-
leagues. The issue was that of protection versus free trade,
and the battle over it interested the British public at the time
out of all proportion to any of the matters which we have so
far reviewed in this chapter. This was partly because its pro-
tagonist was Chamberlain, whose genius compelled attention,
as genius can.
To understand its origin we must go back to the earliest days
of the ministry. In July 1902, between the date originally fixed
for King Edward's coronation and that (9 August) when it
eventually took place, there met in London the Fourth Colonial
Conference.2 Six 'self-governing colonies' were represented;3
they held ten meetings; and they passed a resolution in favour
of conferring regularly every three years. The foil proceedings,
like those of the 1897 conference, have never been made public,
but their upshot is known. They were a profound disappoint-
ment to those who wished to strengthen imperial unity. On the
morrow of their brilliant co-operation in the South African war,
the colonies displayed not a co-operative but a centrifugal pur-
pose. The explanation of the paradox (which repeated itself
later after the European war) was really quite a natural one;
the prowess of the colonial troops had increased their separate
sense of colonial nationhood. In the two imperial directions
which Downing Street wished to emphasize—political organi-
zation and defence—the colonial premiers were disinclined to
1	Cp. what Lord Esher had written (7 September 1904): *A secret and very
intimate understanding between Russia and Germany... accounts for the friendli-
ness of the French towards us, as they can never have much reliance on Russia, the
moment they suspect a German alliance* (M. V. Brett, Journals and Letters of Vis-
count Esher (1934), ii. 62). Throughout the war with Japan Germany ostentatiously
helped Russia; coaling her fleets at sea, and enabling her to denude her western
frontier of troops.
2	The best account is still that in Richard Jebb, The Imperial Conference (1911).
3	Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Newfoundland, Cape Colony, and NataL

